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Abstract

Nurture is a series of sculptural and performative works created to explore the
emotional and psychological effects of objects as they relate to familial memory and the
various processes one uses to nurture and express love. These moments incapsulate the
need for comfort and connection, the need to be nourished, the need for protection, and
the need to remember. The filmed interactions with each individual sculpture evoke the
natural relationship of emotional release to the processes of remembering and healing.
By using sculpture as a residue of performance and creating work that serves as a
memory of interaction and experience, Lauren Taylor League investigates connections
between humans by blurring the distance between the artist, the art, and the audience.
This thesis statement explores aspects of feminist theory, the historical use of Fluxus, Nel
Nodding’s The Ethics of Care, Darwin’s classic essay, Emotions in Man and Animals, and
Maurice Halbwachs’ theories on collective memory.
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Nurture

From the time I was a little girl, my father and I would make things together. As a
second generation carpenter, he was constantly fixing things and working on endless
home improvement projects, each object carefully and skillfully crafted. These objects
became symbols of love, and naturally I began to associate the act of mending, repairing,
and creating, with the expression of love. I would spend hours following him around,
watching him work with various tools in his workshop, learning how to build, mend, and
care for objects as he gave me tasks and taught me the name and purpose of each tool.
This love for creating and repairing is something that I have carried into my adult life as
an artist. Throughout our lives, we come into contact with so many objects that we have
lost a connection to remembering who has made them, or to whom they belong. Finding a
way to honor these objects and utilize them became my sole intention in my art making
practice. For my thesis exhibition, I am creating a series of sculptures accompanied by
filmed performances that explore the emotional and psychological effects of objects as
they relate to familial memory and the various processes one uses to nurture and express
love.
I find creating art to be an incredibly useful way to confront and process memories of personal trauma. Discovering how this has impacted my life and my art making
process was the key to finding my identity as an artist. So much meaning is invested in
how we choose to make something — not just in art, but in all objects that we interact
with in our lives.
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The process of creating is where my artwork obtains all meaning, and where the healing
occurs. When my hands are in control, it is in this moment that my mind is able to slow
to a steady beat. This rhythm is meditative and allows me to focus in on a simple action.
This process forces me within myself, inviting me to think about what I am creating and
more importantly, why I am creating it. This is an emotional process—this act of making
and creating, because it is here, as my mind wanders, that I remember. I remember loving
and nurturing moments, as well as terrible and tragic ones. It is here that my mind tells
my hands what it is that I need to create. Do I need to create a piece that protects, one that
shares, interacts, or comforts? The question, What do I need? has led me to my thesis
body of work.
My artwork underwent a fundamental shift when I began experimenting with my
collection of found objects. I realized that while I had been making work that served as
an internal form of nurturing, I was also externally nurturing these collected objects that
surrounded me. I began searching for connections, and for reasons why I felt an emotional response to objects. I realized that these objects were each connected to a specific familial memory These memories were carried within the objects and I was collecting them
in order to remember. I was taught by my family to put love into everything you touch.
Everything that I create, repair, and collect, I also nurture and protect. So, I began thinking of all of the ways that I nurture others through specific processes, including all of the
ways that I was nurtured throughout my life, and how I could utilize collected and created
objects to demonstrate these acts through my work. The processes that I am exploring are
all accomplished through your hands—these are ways we nurture others and express
2

emotion. Unknown objects hold power. They carry with them the imprint of their previous home and hold memories of a previous moment in time. By utilizing found objects in
my work, I am drawing attention to seemingly ordinary objects and making the unfamiliar, familiar. In considering the role personal experiences play in my work, I feel it is important to draw upon the historical use of personal experience in the work of feminist
artists.
“Feminists believed that their art should be about their lives as women. Art was
to begin with the individual, detailing her experiences, emotions, desires, and dreams—
who she was and how she got to be that way—but if deeply felt, it would express a sense
of the collective experience and consciousness of all women” (Sandler & Sandler 114).
Many contemporary female artists are exploring feminist issues and the complexity of
being a woman in ways previous generations of women found impossible. Amongst these
is Janine Antoni, who blurs the lines between performance art and sculpture while using
everyday activities such as mopping, eating, bathing, and sleeping as catalysts for her artmaking process. Antoni’s performance art pieces share a critical relationship with historical and contemporary feminist art and discourse. She is constantly challenging societal
stigmas of gender roles and seeking to illuminate and grasp issues of gender in a broader
and deeper social context, primarily by complicating the original goal of the viewer. This
is something that I am also striving to do with my work. In one of Antoni’s first breakthrough works, Loving Care, 1993, she used her body to interact with specific
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materials, dipping her hair in hair dye and mopping the gallery floor, evoking two common feminine tasks.

Figure 1. Janine Antoni, Loving Care (1993)
Performance still, photographed by Prudence Cumming Associates at Anthony d’Offay Gallery, London
www.janineantoni.net

This exaggeration of an everyday task draws attention to the daily activities of women
and allows female viewers to empathize as they share a collective behavior. This piece
made me begin to think about the many ways generations of women have expressed love
through mundane household chores such as mopping, sewing, and practicing self-care
through the desire for beauty and cleanliness. I thought about the thousands of times my
4

mother washed my bed linens, bathed me, clothed me in repaired pajamas, and stroked
my hair until I fell asleep. Her way of expressing love was by protecting and nurturing
me through the use of her hands.
A primordial need that we all share as humans is the need for an emotional connection with another human being. This is our nature, it is something that our bodies
crave, and yet the lack of physical and emotional contact between humans today is becoming somewhat of an epidemic. We communicate less, we touch less, we connect less,
because we are receiving other methods of connection that satisfy this need temporarily,
superficially, through technology. Loneliness among millennials is at an all time high,
with a staggering 30% claiming to always or often feel lonely (Ballard). Social connectedness is defined as “receiving appropriate empathy and understanding from peers or society” (Lee & Robbins 236). Social connectedness is the emotional bond one feels between self and others, including family, friends, colleagues, community, and society. Individuals who do not feel socially connected generally feel detached from friends and
family. Young adults are using technology more than ever to help maintain their social
relationships and to feel socially connected to those around them, but this may not satisfy
the need for face-to-face connection. People who hug tend to experience a reduction in
stress due to feeling loved and more secure. It is a way people feel connected.
Hugging therapy is a powerful way of healing, and research shows that hugging is extremely effective at healing a variety of physical and mental health issues. Hugs can instantly boost oxytocin levels, which heal feelings of loneliness,
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isolation, and anger. In observing this, I began to think about the importance of connection and physical touch, leading me to create my piece, Hug.
Hug is a sculpture created out of plaster, galvanized wire, and steel, and is accompanied by a filmed performance. Imprinted with the shape of my hug, the plaster sculpture is fed warmth and heated from within by a small steel stove. In the performance I am
standing on a mountain top, in the winter, exposed and vulnerable to the elements. I am
feeding wood into the stove which in turn heats and warms my body as I hug the piece.
This piece explores my own personal need to comfort and be comforted. I first had the
idea for this piece when I was intuitively creating hundreds of ceramic vessels, and thinking about not only the transfer of touch, but also how I could capture the imprint of an
individual’s touch. I began to think of different ways of expressing love and care, and
asked myself, what would the imprint of a hug look like? I thought of a piece entitled
Breath 5 made by Giuseppe Penone in 1978.

Figure 2. Giuseppe Penone, Breath 5 (1978), Clay, 1540 × 830 × 840 mm.
www.tate.org
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The passage running down one side of the work is an imprint of the artist’s clothed body.
Penone first made a cast of himself, then removed the cast, leaving behind an impression
of his body. The overall effect, as evoked by the work’s title, is to suggest that this sculpture is a ‘breath’ taken by the artist as he leans forward with billowing forms of air around
him. Thomas Marks describes Penone’s piece in the following way: “On the one hand,
these pieces grant a monumental mass to what is momentary, but on the other they make
visible a projection of the body into space that is a fundamental condition of being
alive” (Marks). That night I dreamt of creating a sculpture that would serve as a visual
projection of the body in space, simply indented with the squeeze of a hug—a form that
was physically familiar, yet not immediately identifiable. I contemplated this idea for two
years, and when I finally began making this piece, I imagined it as an interactive piece
that would allow others to approach it and give or receive a warm, comforting hug. However, as this piece evolved, and as I spent endless days and weeks sanding the surface
down in an extremely physical, yet nurturing act, I realized that I was not creating this
piece for others. In reality, I had created a piece that would, and could only be hugged by
myself. Since it was imprinted and frozen in time with the specific indentations of my
body, I am the only one who will truly be able to connect to this piece in the way I intended. This epiphany led me to shifting my perspective on the piece entirely, and I decided to perform with this piece and film the process, leaving the sculpture as simply the
residue of the performance. This piece now becomes an object that the audience will desperately want to interact with, watching what I do and realizing
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that it is warm when touched, yet they will be forced to only view my interaction with it
through the film. This to me was an extremely interesting duality, the idea of creating
seemingly interactive works that cannot be interacted with. This thought changed the entire perspective of my thesis exhibition. I went from creating work that was intended to
nurture others and be interactive, to creating work that nurtured myself and served solely
as a memory of my interaction and experience.
I am also interested in discovering a way to express and share emotions through
my work. In searching for this, I began to ask myself, why is the expression and sharing
of emotions so important to me as an artist? I have always been an emotionally open person, this is something that has defined me throughout my life. Being a woman, I am
aware of the perceived stigma surrounding overly emotional women. The expression of
emotion is considered weak, annoying even; the act of crying in public or at work is
something that you are taught to be embarrassed about. However, in my opinion, the ability to express raw emotion is beautiful, natural, and healing; it is a necessary release for
us as humans. Letting out a blood-curdling cry is typically the first thing newborns do as
they enter this world—it is a human’s very first expression of emotion. It is the way we
learn to communicate from day one, and it connects us all at the innermost level, taking
us back to our very first breaths.
In my search for further understanding my need to nurture others, and to be nurtured, I found Nel Nodding’s writings on what is referred to as “the ethics of care.” She
states, “We behave ethically toward one another, I have suggested, because we carry
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with us the memories of and longing for caring and being cared-for. There is a transfer of
feeling and an opportunity—an invitation of sorts to commit ourselves to the recognition
of this feeling and to the continuing receptivity that will bring it to us again and
again”(Noddings 149). Expressing this natural relationship to emotion and the various
processes of nurturing is what I have explored in the creation and filming of my performances with all of my thesis works. This is how I am able to demonstrate emotional expression through my work.
I recently read about a project entitled Chameleon, an interactive artwork installation that explored emotional contagion, and communication. It was designed and built by
a cross disciplinary group of artists, scientists, engineers, and a curator. The aim was to
create an emotional bond with the audience and to trigger reflections on emotions.
“Emotional contagion is a very basic social mechanism. It forms the basis for understanding each others’ feelings and for motivating social support, and indirectly becomes a tool
for emotional reflection” (Iacobini). This project was fascinating to me, because I am
constantly striving for a way to connect to my viewers on an emotional level. Another
artist that also explores this model is Ann Hamilton. “Hamilton has used a wide range of
media-from photography and video to installations and performance-to forge new pathways of communication and affect specific to the feminine experience, based in qualities
of touch, materiality, and the body” (https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/
284477). In 1997, Hamilton created the installation bounden which consisted of stitched
silk tapestries accompanied by a 72 foot wall with individual
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droplets of water continually emerging from thousands of minuscule orifices, weeping
down the white surface. “A bodily system comprised of thousands of feet of intravenous
tubing has created a series of walls that slowly weep singular droplets of water, powered
by pump-like apparatuses hidden behind the walls” (https://www.annhamiltonstudio.com/
projects/bounden.html). These come to mind when referencing powerful, yet seemingly
simple works that are emotionally triggering.

Figure 3. Ann Hamilton, bounden, (1997)
Left (installation view) Right (detail)
www.annhamiltonstudio.com

The topic of emotion and evolution typically brings to mind Darwin’s classic essay, Emotions in Man and Animals. In this book, Darwin sought to extend his theory of
natural selection beyond the physical to exploring how emotions have evolved. He found
10

that “certain emotions are expressed similarly in people around the world, including in
isolated areas where there had been little contact with the outside world and thus little
opportunity for emotional expressions to have been learned and culturally
transmitted” (LeDoux 431). Therefore, if emotions are what connect us all as humans, the
expression of emotion is an inherent need we all share. It is in the vulnerable space of
emotional communications that we connect through empathy. Our facial expression, tone
and tempo of voice, and body language are more impactful than the words we use. Emotional expressions are universal and cross-cultural, so they bring us together to cross the
barriers of language. When we close off our emotions, we loose an essential piece of the
communication (Fielding). I began to gather all of the items that I have an emotional
connection to, whether they belonged to a lost loved one, or reminded me of a specific
memory. I wanted to find a way to utilize these objects that hold so much power over me
and trigger such strong emotional responses. In the process, I hoped to discover why I
have such a powerful connection to them, and how I could create a piece that nurtures
and protects these objects forever.
Pockets is a sculpture I have created about the process of protecting precious
memories. Sewn strips of gauze float in space to form a semi-transparent plane with casts
of my hands anchoring this to the walls. Within the plane, there are individually created
pockets for a series of personal objects, that each relate to familial memories. The heavier
objects stretch the gauze and separate the weave pulling the plane down towards the
ground, whereas the lighter objects hang delicately in their pockets just below the plane.
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Gauze is a finely textured material that historically wraps, protects, and heals. I wanted to
embody this idea of protection by creating unique homes to house these objects, places
where they can safely exist. Historically, women have always mended, repaired, protected and strengthened household items, and sewing is a process that embodies all of these
activities. It is a time and labor intensive craft, used for generations to clothe, shelter, and
comfort, that becomes a pure expression of the labor of love. My mother repaired my
clothing, my father taught me to sew, and they both showed love through these acts. This
sculpture acts as my personal keepsake-box of sorts, suspended in space by individual
casts of my hands, desperately holding on to these memories.
For Pockets, I was inspired by Rachel Whiteread’s work. As a collector of interesting objects, Whiteread gathers items from various sources, such as attics and thrift
stores, or found on walks and travels. "Fossils, a dental mold, a tin votive, buttons and
shoe lasts are just some of the objects that belong to Whiteread’s collection of captured
memories, and thus to her extended notion of drawing” (neatlyart.wordpress.com/
2013/06/23/rachel-whitereads-vitrine-objects/). Like Whiteread, I also am a collector, and
my art-making process typically begins with inspiration from a specific object. Whether it
is the wheel of an old wheel barrow, a weathered cooking pot, the button drawer from an
antique sewing machine, or my great grandmother’s leather gloves, these objects were
each used to nurture and nourish, and bear the scars of years of use. For me, collecting is
a process of celebrating and fostering objects that were once useful, but have lost their
identity or purpose through time. I, in turn, allow these objects to become part of me and
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give them a new life and identity through my work. The ordinary, the forgotten, and the
lost all find homes in my studio, where they are cherished and in turn, feed my creativity.
Two films playing simultaneously side by side accompany this piece. In one, I
have installed the sculpture outside and allowed the weather to permeate the pockets. As
the rain gets heavier, the pockets hang closer to the ground, pushed by the weight of the
water. The rain falls through the pockets, passes by the objects and collects into five vessels below representing my five family members. The rain metaphorically demonstrates
the passage of time, memory, and life. In the second film, a black silhouette of a female
body, distinctive because of the waist and hips, is shown. In this performance, I am caressing each object, spending time with each, and allowing myself to relive the specific
memory that object triggers. In these films I wanted to find a subtle way of bringing in
ideas of domesticity and caregiving, while also representing the organic nature of giving
life and love to something. This process of sewing custom pockets for each item, and
then placing them within the pockets, serves as a way to allow me to remember and reflect on the memories and relationships associated with each item.“We comfort ourselves
by reliving memories of protection. Something closed must retain our memories, while
leaving them their original value as images. Memories of the outside world will never
have the same tonality as those of home and, by recalling these memories, we add to our
store of dreams; we are never real historians, but always near poets, and our emotion is
perhaps nothing but an expression of a poetry that was lost” (Bachelard 28).

13

I have chosen to document my performances through the lens of the camera. It is
important for me to be able to interact with these pieces alone, in order to get the most
emotionally honest reaction I can, and I have found that the filming process allows me to
have a truly private experience with each of my sculptures. Performance art has been historically used as an effective medium for feminist artists to communicate urgent messages about their life experiences, emotions, and the condition of women. Not only was
there little separation between the performer and her work, but also between the performer and her audience. This provided the artist with “immediate feedback as well as
support for difficult and often painful exposures of experiences and feelings,” as Moira
Roth states. (Sandler & Sandler 124). I created these sculptures for myself, to heal myself
through the process of creation and interaction. It is not important to me that my viewer
feels the same way I feel about them—that would be impossible, for these were created to
nurture my needs. I realize that through creating performative films and sculptures, I am
be able to connect with my audience in a more personal and emotional way. This is something that I have been searching for in my work—a way to connect to others through a
shared experience or memory. Take, for example, the emotional power that music carries:
when you hear a song, for a moment the melody takes over and has the power to evoke
an uncontrollable emotional reaction in you. It could be because the song reminds you of
a specific memory, or person, or simply because an automatic response is triggered by the
way the notes tickle your eardrums. As Phyllida Barlow states, “Sculpture is very similar
to music. In the moment, you move with it, around it, and the
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residue is what you’re left with” (Bloomberg). “Residue” is a lovely word. It brings with
it what was before, and what is left behind, in a manner very similar to the way memories
work.
Memories leave within an individual the residue of an event or moment in time. I
was taught to make bread at a young age by my mother, and the smell of baking bread
evokes pleasant childhood memories. The process of kneading dough, in particular, is
something that I feel embodies a nurturing act through touch. It is a physical and meditative process that allows you to stop and think for a moment—-focusing only on what
your hands are creating, and who will be enjoying the results of your labor. It is a loving
act that ends with the nourishing of another. Initially, for my piece Kneaded, I initially
created an interactive sculpture focused on the experience of sharing and breaking bread
with others as well as a demonstration of the nurturing act of feeding something in order
to keep it alive. However, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, and how it has completely changed our lives, and the way that we live and interact with others forever, I
have decided to alter this piece to reflect the current lack of shared experiences. The
sculpture consists of a large, kitchen table that sits in the center of the gallery space. The
kitchen table was found on the side of the road, bruised with years of use. It was originally missing the center leaf, so I crafted a new one from salvaged wood. I spent weeks
sanding and nurturing this table to repair it to its original glory and give it a life once
again. The kitchen table was the heart of my childhood home. It was the communal place
where my family gathered each day to talk about their experiences and
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share with each other, the place where we were nourished and nurtured mentally and
physically, day by day. On the center of the table exists a large plaster vessel, created
from the cast of my sister’s pregnant torso. Within this vessel sits a jar containing the
mother dough, that was fermented from the naturally occurring yeast that lives within the
air of my home. I have been feeding this mother dough for months, once a day in order to
keep it alive. Surrounding this are hundreds of individually crafted ceramic cups. These
cups were supposed to be filled with the bread baked from the mother dough starter.
However, now these cups sit empty.
We are not able to sit together with loved ones or even strangers and break bread
any longer. We would be risking our own health and the health of our loved ones by this
simple act of congregating for a meal. This is an act that upon reflection, I realized, I took
advantage of. There is isolation in this pandemic. We are isolated from loved ones, and
many times I find myself being the sole consumer of my cooking. This experience that I
so enjoy, the act of cooking for others and having them be nurtured through my labor, is
currently on pause. This quarantine has forced me to reflect and remember. I long for the
moments once again when my loved ones will enjoy a meal together—where we can join,
break bread, and be nurtured through a shared experience. This year, for the first time on
Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Hanukkah, my house will not be filled with loved ones
laughing, eating, and drinking together. My house and kitchen table will be like this table—full, yet empty. Ready for a gathering and experience that is on hold until further
notice. Once our country is healed and the danger of exposure is lifted, we will share in
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this moment. Until then, I find myself waiting and longing for this collective nurturing
need we share as humans, the need for nourishment.
Kneaded was inspired by the artists Rikrit Tiravanija and Kimsooja. Tiravanija’s
exhibit at 303 Gallery in 1992, Untitled (free/still) consisted of the artist converting the
gallery into a kitchen in which he prepared dishes of Pad Thai and Curry, offering them to
viewers for free. Tiravanija’s practice has grown out of the playful aesthetics of Fluxus—
a loose group of artists, active beginning in the 1960s, whose experimental musical
scores, performances, and happenings often evolved over time and incorporated elements
of everyday life. Like so many of Tiravanija’s works, Untitled (free/still) invites viewers
to step out of their habitual roles as observers and become participants (https://www.moma.org/collection/works/147206). Fluxus artists were most heavily influenced by the
ideas of artist John Cage who believed that one should begin creating a piece before fully
developing a conception of the eventual end. It was the process of creating that was important, not the finished product. These ideas have heavily influenced my consideration
of the role of the viewer plays in the creation of my art. In Kneaded, I am interested in
adopting Fluxus notions by allowing the element of chance to shape the outcome of the
piece. The first time I heard about this piece, something connected deep within my psyche as I realized that food and the act of cooking and feeding could be incorporated into
my art making practice. ”The work is a platform for people to interact with the work itself but also with each other. It is about the experiential relationship, so you actually are
not really looking at something but you are within it, you are part of
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it.The distance between the artist, the art, and the audience gets a bit blurred" (https://museumarteutil.net/projects/untitled-freestill/).
Kimsooja’s piece Archive of Mind allowed me to think differently about the
residue of an individual’s touch. Archive of Mind is a participatory installation in which
museum visitors were encouraged to sit at the large work surface, empty their minds of
distraction, and sink into the experience of forming a ball of clay with their own hands.
"Through the course of the exhibition, thousands of clay spheres were generated through
small, individual gestures that revealed the emotional traces of their makers and cumulatively generate a complex array of texture, scale, and tone.” (https://www.pem.org/exhibitions/kimsooja-archive-of-mind).

Figure 4: Kimsooja, Archive of Mind, (2016)
Left (Installation view), Right (detail)

To create the vessels that I would bake my bread in and allow the audience to hold and
touch, I began experimenting with clay, and thinking of how to form vessels that evoked
a memory of touch. Through the manipulation of the clay, I became conscious of the form
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it took and how it could represent not only the curvatures of the female form, but also the
specific curvatures of my hands. I wanted every person who interacted with the vessels to
feel the memory of my touch, the squeeze from my hands, the trace of another person’s
process. By tracing the squeeze of my hand and caressing the clay, I allowed it to have
dimples and flaws, attributes reminiscent of the human form that are unique and beautiful.
I celebrated the cracks that appeared, and the folds of the clay, creating unique
vessels that loosely represent the organic nature of the body. The thinking process that
occurs while creating is related to the body in many ways. To be working with my hands
with the clay is very physical, it generates a stimulus in the brain, provoking you to think.
“The shape should represent what just happened before. The pot is a very complex object
in human history…it can be related with everybody in the world, because pottery is just
part of history” (art21.org/watch/art-in-the-twenty-first-century/s2/gabriel-orozco-in-lossdesire-segment/). This brings me back to the physical act of wheel-throwing and manipulating, in which you are focused on your breath, rhythm, the amount of pressure applied
by your muscles. This directly relates to the expression of love and emotion, and it was
this process that allowed me to connect to this piece and to specific memories. “Rirkrit
Tiravanija bends over his potter’s wheel with the concentration of an ambitious amateur.
It’s kind of like a meditative activity,” he says of making pottery. “It gives you time to
think about everything else you have to do, or could be doing, or dealing with. It’s
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like cooking that way.” (https://www.surfacemag.com/articles/rirkrit-tiravanija-talks-politics-cooking-ceramics/).
Allowing my viewers the opportunity to connect with me through my work is important to me as an artist. I began to dive deeper into this idea of connection and the various ways we connect with each other. In thinking about the important relationships in my
life, and how without them I would not be the person that I am today, I decided to create
a work about the inherent need humans have to connect and form a relationship with another individual. For my piece Tethered, I created a sculpture about the importance of relationships. My sister is two years older that I am and we are extremely close—I always
received her hand-me-downs growing up. I wanted to find a way to demonstrate the connection that siblings or close loved-ones share, as well as the nurturing act of being
clothed by another’s previously worn clothing. The sculpture consists of two large boulders attached to each other through a braided strand of hand-me-down clothing. The
boulders are created similarly to a jawbreaker candy, with knotted clothing and concrete
repeatedly layered on top of another to form a collective mass. Each boulder is extremely
heavy to move, and it is very difficult to move the sculpture without the help from another person. Without the progression of both boulders moving forward, neither will advance. This is a representation of a close relationship or how one needs a connection with
another human to grow and advance through life. In creating this piece, I was thinking
about Janine Antoni’s sculpture entitled and, which consists of two 800 lb. limestone
boulders placed on top of one another with two steel poles inserted

20

inside them. Antoni spent six weeks pushing the pole in a circle for five hours a day until
the two stones began to nestle into one another, seeming like they were formed or discovered that way.

Figure 5: Janine Antoni, and, (1996-99)
Two 800 lb. limestone boulders, steel rod and base, 164 x 48 x 48 inches
Left (sculpture), Right (detail)

For my piece entitled Tethered, I was interested in the collision between industrial, hard concrete, and soft, worn, clothing. Hand-me-downs carry with them the history of
the previous wearer, as the smell of their body and detergent lingers within the threads. I
have quite a large collection of hand-me-downs from my sister and mother, and I often
think about the nurturing act that passing on worn clothing to another person embodies,
this act of clothing another. The layers of cloth and concrete resemble time—as time goes
on, more layers will be added. As the boulders roll throughout the filmed performance,
crumbs of concrete will fall off, exposing the layers below, revealing the past memories
embodied within the boulders. The boulders stand at a distance that is

21

close enough for the people rolling the boulders to touch hands, maintaining the importance of physical contact in a relationship. My filmed performance with the sculpture
consists of me attempting to roll the boulders along a path, exposing the difficulties with
various turns, hills, and valleys that occur as obstacles along the way. At times, it seems
that I have a rhythm of how to advance on my own, however it soon becomes very apparent how difficult it is to take this journey alone. The need for another’s help is apparent in
the struggle and demonstrated throughout the performance.
In creating a piece that represented relationships and working with a material such
as hand-me-downs that evoked childhood memories, I began to think about the importance of nostalgia and collective memory in my work. For my piece entitled Spill, I created an installation centered around the concept of collective memory. Maurice Halbwachs
was a sociologist whose research shifted our understanding of memory from a biological
framework to a cultural one. “Individuals remember, Halbwachs argued, through dialogue with others within social groups. For example, we remember as children within
families, or as adults within religious or occupational groups. Within these groups, Halbwachs suggested, the most durable memories tended to be those held by the greatest
number” (Green 38). Memories and nostalgia are triggered by a number of things, however, the sense of smell seems to be one of the strongest triggers for me personally. As I
was looking thorough my collection of found objects one day, I rediscovered an old aluminum pencil sharpener that I had picked up during one of my travels. It still held pencil
shavings within it, and as I opened the container, the shavings spilt all over the
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floor. The smell of the pencil shavings and the act of spilling them triggered a memory. I
was immediately taken back to the fourth grade, standing at the front of the classroom,
struggling to sharpen my pencil and accidentally knocking the pencil sharpener open,
spilling the shavings all over the classroom floor.
I began to realize that while this was a specific memory of my own, it was likely
that many of my peers share the exact same memory; in fact, it was likely that every person born who has ever had to sharpen a pencil in an academic setting would share a version of this memory. Therefore, this object became the catalyst for the perfect opportunity
to create a piece about a collective act of memory and nostalgia. My piece entitled Spill
consists of a filmed performance, and the remnants from said performance. Attached to
the wall is a pencil sharpener with a hole drilled into the bottom of it; as I sharpen my
pencil throughout the performance, the shavings begin to fall to the ground, forming a
pile that increases with each action. In front of the pencil sharpener hangs two sheets of
clear acrylic, etched with the remnants of a written memory. In the filmed performance,
which is projected onto the piece, I am recalling a specific memory by sharpening my
pencil and writing the memory on the wall. In the performance, my body is separated
from the actual piece by the suspended sheets of acrylic, serving as a boundary representative of a moment in time that I physically cannot return to. However, when the filmed
performance is projected onto the piece, my digital body form is projected through the
acrylic, penetrating the boundary and breaking through the physical
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barrier of time. The filmed performance now becomes part of the specific memory, digitally, and serves as the digital past within the recollection of the past. The act of projecting the film onto the remnants of the performance transformed the meaning of the piece,
allowing it to serve as a physical representation of a memory. Through the use of digital
projection, I am representing a memory of the performance, with my body existing digitally within the piece, instead of separated by it. At the end of the filmed performance, the
pencil sharpener spills onto the floor, recalling my initial act of nostalgia, and my digital
body exits the frame only to return again indefinitely.
This piece as a whole serves as the remnant of a collective experience of remembering. As the viewer makes connections throughout the piece, reading my written memory and seeing the digital representation of my interaction with the piece, they will see
this juxtaposition between time and reality. There is disruption of space through the physical and digital, and actual text on top of the shadow of the text. All of these layers of information work together to create a moment that exists in the realm between the past and
present. According to Halbwachs’ theory of collective memory: “Memory functions as a
mechanism that unites groups and cements identity”(Green 38). Because this specific
childhood memory of mine has the ability to be a shared, collective memory, it holds
greater nostalgic power within me and my audience. In Halbwachs’ theoretical writings,
he believed not everyone within a group would remember the same events with the same
intensity, which I believe to be true. However, humans share a need to remember, and
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specific memories such as this one, “may be individual but can also become merged, and
submerged, within group, or collective, memory” (Green 38).
Through the process of creating this thesis body of work, I discovered that I was
creating all of these pieces for myself, and in that, I realized the importance of performing with these pieces individually— having shared special and intimate moments with
each of these works is the reason for their creation. I wanted to capture the moment of
emotional expression that occurs when I first interact with each individual piece. These
moments incapsulate the need for comfort, the need to be nourished, the need for protection, for connection, and the need to remember. These are needs that I was not aware of
yearning for myself until I created this body of work. My filmed interactions with each
particular sculpture are expressive of the natural relationship of emotional release to the
processes of remembering and healing. While I cannot anticipate specific individual reactions, I hope that this body of work evokes a number of feelings and memories within my
viewers that allow them the opportunity to relate to each other and reflect on their own
nurturing habits.
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Illustrations

Hug (Installation view)
Sculpture: 6’ x 2’ x 2’ Projection: 9’ x 9’
Plaster, Wire mesh, Steel, Ash, Digital Projection

Hug (details)
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Pockets (Installation view)
Sculpture: 2’ x 8’ x 3’ Projection: 7’ x 16’
Gauze, Collected Objects, Ceramic, Rain water, Dirt, Cast Plastic, Digital Projection

Pockets (detail)
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Kneaded (Installation view)
4’ x 6’ x 3’
Found Object, Wood, Sawdust, Plaster, Ceramic, Flour, Mother Dough, Digital Projection

Kneaded (detail)
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Tethered (Installation view)
Sculpture: 1’ x 6’ x 2’ Projection: 8’ x 10’
Clothing, Concrete, Digital Projection

Tethered (detail)
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Spill (Installation view)
10’ x 12’
Found Object, Laser-Etched Cast Acrylic, Pencils, Pencil Shavings, Digital Projection

Spill (details)
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